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INTRODUCTION

Recent media coverage has presented a rather alarming
picture of the crown of thorns starfish. Newspaper headlines

have included:

"Threat to the Reef"
"Reef park a farce in the face of starfish threat"

"Reef killer plague".

Compare these headlines with some recent titles of
scientific papers on crown of thorns starfish, or Acanthaster

planci by its scientific name:

"The crown of thorns starfish; more sinned against
than sinning"

"Recovery of coral reefs on the Great Barrier Reef
following attack by Acanthaster"

"Crown of thorns: Great  Barrier  Reef mot . Umnder
threat".

Australians are still being told, with regularity,
that their Great Barrier Reef is doomed. Back in 1970 readers
of the Brisbane Courier Mail were told that the Great Barrier
Reef would be completely devoured by crown of thorns starfish
in 20 years. Only a week earlier the newspaper had reported
that 99 per cent of coral populations had been killed. That
the Great Barrier Reef has not collapsed is self evident, but
the prophets of doom are still hard at work.

So are the scientists. And while there is concern at
the possibility, there is no clear scientific evidence to prove
that the crown of thorns starfish poses a threat to the rich
and diverse corals which live on the 2500 odd reefs that make
up the Great Barrier Reef.
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Scientists have observed the recovery of reef areas
once left denuded by starfish. They have seen parts of a reef
ravaged while other, coral rich areas of the same reef have
been left wuntouched. And they have suggested that, far from
being a menace, the crown of thorns could be playing an

important role in reef ecology.

Since plagues were first recorded two decades ago a
vast storehouse of scientific 1literature has built up on the
subject. Although there are still many areas of disagreement
all researchers say that the question is a complex one, and its
study is extremely difficult.

The published scientific papers give a less emotive
and more balanced perspective on the crown of thorns question
than has been presented to most Australians. It's a viewpoint
that has too often been ignored by the media and some experts.

The Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority has
prepared the following background report on the crown of thorns
phenomenon, based entirely on published scientific literature,
to present the situation as it now exists. The report is
representative of the wide debate on the subject and details
work that has been done, is in hand, and which lies ahead.

The Authority is the agency responsible for management
of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. It has approached the
crown of thorns problem from a number of different angles. It
has been conducting a voluntary observer reporting program
since 1982, has been funding research into management of the
starfish, and has supported and encouraged research into the
behaviour and population dynamics of the animal as well as its
effect on coral reefs and their subsequent recovery. Lt has
also convened advisory committees of experts to examine the
available information on the phenomenon and to advise on

appropriate programs of research.
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Crown of thorns has been the subject of quite
considerable investigation and consideration by highly
qualified people. It should be remembered, however, that it is
only one of a number of phenomena affecting the Great Barrier
Reef. The Authority has many other areas of responsibility
involving scientific research and monitoring work, and it
believes that funding of research into crown of thorns should
be considered in the context of the overall research program.


























































































